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The relation between cities and rural areas is subject to continuous changes. This was true for the past but especially for the last two centuries. This period showed a mass movement towards the cities in western countries followed in the rest of the world especially by the end of the century. Based on figures from the World resource Institute, Weier (2000) concludes that in 2000 50 percent of the world population lived in urban areas; a decade ago this was one third. He expects that in 2010 this figure will be up to two thirds. This migration to cities caused the expansion of cities into the surrounding rural areas. 

While at the national and world scale urban population is still growing, at the scale of the city the causes for extension of urban areas are changing. Since the sixties in the last century, both in Europe,  and North America and other western countries the growth of urbanized areas takes place in the form of suburbanisation of residential and economic functions succeeded or accompanied by counter urbanization with population in the core and suburbs moving out to more rural areas (Berry, 1976; Batty et al., 2002; Bontje, 2001).

New transport and communication technologies can be treated as the most important enabling factor leading to urban expansion (Batty et al., 2002). These technologies and rising levels of affluence increased enormously the action radius of urban dwellers residential consumers. Higher levels of mobility allowed city dwellers to meet their changing residential preferences (Dieleman and Wegener, 2004; Bowler et al., 1992). Nowadays, the reasons for choosing suburban or exurban residential environments can be summarized by “…the ideal of owning a single family home, the need for an adequate environment for raising a family, a strong desire for privacy, and the appeal of a rural ambience…” (Audirac et al., 1990, p. 473). As a consequence, population in suburban and some rural areas has grownth at the end of the last century (Batty et al., 2002; Bontje, 2001).

Rural areas and natural areas also face a growth of second homes. In most European countries second home ownership did not become important before 1960ies. Nowadays the share of second homes of the regular housing stock varies between 4-19 percent (Gordijn and De Vries, 2004). The growth is a consequence of an increase in economic prosperity, the need for recreation and calmnessquality of life as compensation for the lack of these opportunities in the environment of the permanent residence, and improved accessibility of remote locations (Dijst et al, 2004).

These population movements cause functional changes, which need to be studied from the perspective of urban but also from the rural areas. Residential use of rural areas is playing an increasingly important role in the ‘commodification’ of rural areas and is also leading to an increasing integration of the urban and rural society.  For rural areas these population movements work out differently than for the urban territories. This is related to differences in scale and specific functions of rural areas. Given the inherent lower population density in rural areas, small population increases may have a significantly larger impact on population size and composition than in urban areas.

At a time in which the functions of urban and rural spaces have become increasingly integrated, this also sheds light on the specific characteristics of rural spaces that are a reason for the relatively increased interest for rural living. The indigenous values attributed to the countryside appear to be the most important discriminating factor. But these are also the reason why rural living needs to be combined with other specific functions of rural areas like agriculture, landscape and nature conservation and recreation.  
 

Urbanization processes are not the only factor, which change the rural landscape. Globalisation processes fuel competition between countries, which will lead to a reduction of the number of farmers, and land abandonment, as showed by Isabel Bielsa, Xavier Pons and Bob Bunce in their contribution to this special issue. Also liberalization of national and European regulations concerning agricultural subsidies and imposement of severe environmental norms concerning for example manure production will speed up this process. Another process in rural areas is the industrialisation of agriculture showed by the development of very large agricultural enterprises. Dependent on the level of liberalisation of agricultural policies, in the Netherlands, the demand for agricultural space in the next 30 years is expected to will be diminish by 7-20 percent (RPD, 2001). 

Especially rural areas situated in coastal zones and below sea level, like in the Netherlands, have to make space for water functions. Caused by changes in the climate, these areas are confronted with a long-term threat of accelerated sea level rise, increase of precipitation and decline of the soil. As a consequence, more space for water in lower rural areas is necessary for safety reasons and reducing the number of floods of the rivers. This is extensively discussed in the paper of Roland Goetgeluk, Tom Kauko and Hugo Priemus in this Special Issue. Besides, in order to strengthen ecological habitats and increase biodiversity new policies are formulated (RPD, 2001).  


Demographic changes, changes in lifestyle, increased mobility, the growing need for housing, nature and landscape conservation and recreational space and the demand on rural space for new water are increasing the pressure on land in many European rural regions. This may often lead to conflicts and loss of environmental quality, unless an efficient spatial planning approach is implemented that enhances the harmonious multi-functional land use. Central in this process is the challenge to match individual needs with the societal wish of enhancing a sustainable development. In this special issue the path towards a sustainable multi-functional land use is discussed. 

Inspired by these developments in rural areas, Alterra and the Faculty of Geosciences of Utrecht University organised in 2003 a few sessions for the international conference “Framing Land Use Dynamics”. The aim of these sessions was to consider such questions as: 
	Where are multi-functional land use activities most liable to appear in rural areas?
	Which policy measures can enhance a harmonious multi-functional land use?
	Which methods could be developed to monitor changes in rural areas and to match different land use functions in rural areas?
Information on this conference can be found on http://networks.geog.uu.nl/conference (​http:​/​​/​networks.geog.uu.nl​/​conference​). The papers on this subject that were selected for this special issue provide new insights in the changes in the rural areas of especially Spain and the Netherlands and approaches to combine urban, rural, ecological and water functions. 

In their contribution Valerià Paul (University of Barcelona, Spain) and Matthew Tonts (University of Western Australia, Australia) explore the relationships between urban sprawl, spatial planning and changing land use in the rural-urban fringe of Barcelona (Spain). They show, just like Batty et al. (2002), that urban expansion in Barcelona is not accompanied by expansion of the administration of the city. As a consequence, planning is uncoordinated and fragmented which has a negative impact on the effectiveness of policies to prevent sprawl. Besides, the Barcelona case points at the role of second homes built in the sixties and seventies of the 20th century, which fuelled further urban development.  

In her contribution Berien Elbersen (Alterra, The Netherlands) focuses our attention on the opportunities to merge nature conservation and residential development. She carried out five case studies in The Netherlands, England an Spain. She shows us that protected natural areas are an increasingly popular endogenous quality of rural regions as they have the ability to influence the residential choice and satisfaction of households. They have therefore not only become an important driving factor in the attraction of residential and other consumption orientated activities towards rural areas but also need to be considered in policy formulation. 

Building on the initial study of Elbersen,  María-José Prados (University of Seville, Spain) developed a new concept  ‘naturbanisation’, a process that is familiar to the process of counter urbanization. It refers to a process of attraction of residential population towards areas, which are situated within or near protected natural areas.  She discusses the drivers and consequences of new dynamics in peripheral rural areas in Spain. These dynamics refer to changes in the socio-demographic and economic structure, the form of settlements and agricultural landscapes of the region Andalusia (Spain). These changes are triggered by what she called the ‘naturbanisation’, a process.  that is familiar to the process of counter urbanization. It refers to a process of attraction of residential population towards areas, which are situated within or near protected natural areas.  

The issue of landscape dynamics caused by agricultural abandonment is discussed by Isabel Bielsa (Centre for Geo-Information Wageningen, The Netherlands; Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona, Spain), Xavier Pons (Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona, Spain; Centre for Ecological Research and Forestry Applications) and Bob Bunce (Alterra, The Netherlands). By applying field survey and airborne data, she describes for the Eastern Iberian Peninsula (Spain) a method to monitor land cover changes caused by land abandonment. Besides her study gives us a better understanding of the pattern of the abandonment process and the impact of this process on biodiversity and rural development in general. 
In her contribution Berien Elbersen (Alterra, The Netherlands) focus our attention on the opportunities to merge nature conservation and residential development. She carried out five case studies in The Netherlands, England an Spain. She show us…..

This special issue will be completed with two methodological issues. The last 20 years have shown that traditional planning policies are no longer able to manage the wide range of demands on space that come from a diverse group of actors, such as in rural areas. Top-down, centralised and hierarchical management of policies have been transformed into more decentralised, reticular, and interactive process (Dijst et al., 2005). The issues of valuation of different land uses and optimisation of allocation of various land uses are subject of two papers. 

The question ‘What is the added value of water in residential areas?’ is addressed in the contribution of Roland Goetgeluk, Tom Kauko and Hugo Priemus (Delft University of Technology, The Netherlands). If water has an added value, this could be applied for co-financing of non-profitable investments as (water) infrastructure. Different theoretical and methodological perspectives to value the amenity of water are discussed. Besides, based on a literature review they present some evidence for the added value of water proximity in residential areas. 
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